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RESPONSE BY THE VOICE OF THE LISTENER & VIEWER (VLV) 

TO THE BBC TRUST CONSULTATION  
ASSESSMENT OF BBC STUDIOS, A PROPOSED COMMERCIAL SERVICE 

 
INFORMATION ABOUT THE VLV 
 

1. Voice of the Listener & Viewer Limited (VLV) represents the citizen and consumer interests in 
broadcasting and speaks for listeners and viewers on the full range of broadcasting issues. It 
uses its independent expertise to champion quality and diversity in public service 
broadcasting, to respond to consultations, to produce policy briefings and to conduct 
research.  VLV has no political, commercial or sectarian affiliations and is concerned with the 
issues, structures, institutions and regulations that underpin the British broadcasting system.  
VLV supports the principles of public service in broadcasting. It is a charitable company limited 
by guarantee (registered in England No 4407712 - Charity No 1152136). 

 
EXECUTIVE SUMMARY  
 

2. VLV supports the BBC Trust in its ambition to ensure that any model instituted for BBC 
production must be in the best interests of licence fee payers1. 

 
3. VLV accepts that the model of establishing BBC Studios, while not ideal, is the best available  

course of action in light of the removal of in-house guarantees in the draft BBC Charter, as 
long as BBC Studios’ primary focus is to provide public service content for the benefit of 
licence fee payers. 

 
4. As the guardian of the interests of licence fee payers, it is clear from the proposals that the 

BBC Board will play a crucially important role in ensuring that the BBC Studios model delivers 
value and benefits for audiences.   

 
5. We are concerned that one of the unintended impacts of the commercialisation of BBC 

production will be a loss of in-house expertise, craft skills and less opportunity for career 
progression among staff. VLV believes that this could be to the long-term detriment of licence 
fee payers.  

 
6. VLV believes that retaining its own intellectual property rights is a growing necessity for the 

BBC as it needs to maximise its income for the benefit of licence fee payers. While we 
acknowledge the need to ensure financial sustainability for the BBC in the years to come by 
increasing international sales and retaining IP rights, the BBC’s focus needs to remain on 
providing public service content for UK audiences. If there is a commercial benefit which 
accrues from overseas sales that is beneficial but that should be a secondary objective.   

 
7. VLV is largely reassured that the most recent BBC Studios proposals, which provide far greater 

detail than earlier proposals made by the Executive, mean that the proposed model will fit 
with the public purpose activities of the BBC. However, we are concerned about a number of 
issues, including training, the provision of less commercially attractive genres and the 
continued presence of BBC production units in the Nations and regions.  

 
8. VLV believes that the BBC Studios proposals satisfy the need to ensure that the reputation of 

the BBC and the value of its brand will not be diminished.  
                                                
1
 BBC Trust Consultation, Assessment of BBC Studios, a proposed commercial service, BBC Trust, 16 September 2016. p 2 
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9. VLV is largely persuaded that the BBC Executive proposals for BBC Studios will institute both 

the financial and operational separation required to ensure that BBC Studios will not breach 
fair trading guidelines or distort the market. However, there will always be a risk that a 
commercial subsidiary of the BBC will have closer ties with the BBC commissioning executive 
than other independent producers and all efforts will need to be made to ensure that this risk 
is mitigated. It will fall to the responsibility of the BBC board and Ofcom to monitor and assess 
on an ongoing basis whether commissioning is fair and whether BBC Studios is distorting the 
market. VLV would suggest that any such assessments which are made should be transparent 
and publicly available.  

 
INTRODUCTION 
 

10. VLV welcomes the opportunity to contribute comments to the BBC Trust’s Assessment of the 
proposals for BBC Studios.  

 
11. VLV supports the BBC Trust in its ambition to ensure that any model instituted for BBC 

production must be in the best interests of licence fee payers.2 
 

12. Overall VLV believes that the Guiding Principles which were laid out in the BBC Trust Review of 
the supply arrangements for the production of the BBC’s content published in June 2015 are 
the correct principles to inform the BBC’s content supply arrangements.  Namely: securing 
high quality and creative content across all genres, providing value for money to licence fee 
payers, using a wide range and diversity of supply with fair access across all genres and from 
across the UK, securing a sustainable production supply in terms of skills and capacity, and 
maintaining appropriate separation between publicly funded BBC activity and its commercial 
services.3 

 
13. Following the two BBC Trust Reviews of BBC content supply arrangements 4 and Ofcom’s 

advice to the Secretary of State on the initial BBC Studios proposals5, VLV accepts that the 
model of establishing BBC Studios, while not ideal, is the best available course of action in 
light of the removal of in-house guarantees in the draft BBC Charter, as long as BBC Studios’ 
primary focus is to provide public service content for the benefit of licence fee payers.  

 
14. It is highly likely that under the BBC Studios model there will be a higher proportion of staff 

who will be contracted for individual projects rather than staff being employed on long-term 
contracts or in staff positions. We are concerned that one of the unintended impacts of the 
commercialisation of BBC production will be a loss of in-house expertise, craft skills and less 
opportunity for career progression among staff. VLV believes that this could be to the long-
term detriment of licence fee payers.  

 
15. VLV agrees with analysis that suggests the current trend of global media organisations to buy 

UK independent production companies and the vertical integration of companies may 
undermine the cost effective provision of a wide range of public service content and the 
distinctiveness of such content. 

 

                                                
2
 BBC Trust Consultation, Assessment of BBC Studios, a proposed commercial service, BBC Trust, 16 September 2016. p 2 

3
 The supply arrangements for the production of the BBC’s television content, radio content and online content and services. BBC Trust 

June 2015. p. 68. 
4
 Options for changes to the supply arrangements for the production of the BBC’s television content, radio and online content and 

services. BBC Charter Review submission to the Secretary of State for Culture, Media and Sport. BBC Trust, February 2016.  
5
 The supply arrangements for the production of the BBC’s television content, radio content and online content and services. BBC Trust 

June 2015 
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16. VLV believes that retaining its own intellectual property rights is a growing necessity for the 
BBC as it needs to maximise its income for the benefit of licence fee payers. If the BBC retains 
all of the intellectual property value generated from content produced by BBC Studios this will 
be beneficial because this income can be reinvested in BBC public service content. We note 
the projection by the BBC Executive that BBC Studios will generate revenues of around £400m 
in its first year of operation.6  

 
17. However, we note the estimates made by the BBC Trust and Ernst & Young that, as a result of 

the removal of commissioning guarantees, there will be a decline in the volume of hours BBC 
productions is likely to win between 2017 and 20247 . We also note over time performance is 
projected to stabilise8, however, that the available forecasts need to be treated with much 
caution given the variables at play9. 

 
18. One of VLV’s primary concerns is that the move to a commercial production model may 

jeopardise the imperative for BBC Studios to make as much public service content. We believe 
that the goal should be that the BBC maximises its investment in content which explores and 
reflects the cultural and social concerns of the population of the UK.  While we acknowledge 
the need to ensure financial sustainability for the BBC in the years to come by increasing 
international sales and retaining IP rights, the focus needs to remain on public service content 
for UK audiences. If there is a commercial benefit which accrues from overseas sales that is 
beneficial but that should be a secondary objective.   

 
19. As stated in our submissions to the BBC Trust’s reviews of the BBC’s arrangements for the 

supply of content in March and November 2015, while we understand the underlying 
rationale behind the BBC Studios proposals, we do not believe that they guarantee a better 
provision of content for licence fee payers. The lack of in-house guarantees instituted by the 
new Charter will undoubtedly foster greater competition which could lead to better ideas and 
quality but there is no guarantee of this. Whether the creation of BBC Studios leads to an 
improvement in the quality and range of content and makes the BBC more financially 
sustainable in the future depends on many factors, none of which are guaranteed.   

 
20. VLV welcomes that 25% of commissions will continue to be provided by independent 

producers. VLV is concerned that smaller independent producers should continue to be 
supported because they ensure a range of home-grown ideas which may not be available from 
larger, internationally owned companies. We note with concern evidence that the revenues of 
smaller independent companies which are not part of bigger groups have reduced over the 
last decade. 10 

 

General Comments on BBC Studios Proposals 

21. Given the removal of in-house guarantees in the draft BBC Charter, VLV recognises the need 
for the BBC to respond in a pro-active way and we therefore support much of what is 
proposed. However, we continue to have some serious concerns.  

 
22. We agree that the BBC has moved progressively during the current Charter period to increase 

competition for the supply of content and that this has worked well up to this point for both 
licence fee payers and the creative sector11 because a mixed supply model, combined with a 

                                                
6
 BBC Submission to the BBC Trust 4CC process for BBC Studios, August 2016 p. 54 

7
 BBC Submission to the BBC Trust 4CC process for BBC Studios, August 2016, para 3.3.3 

8
 BBC Submission to the BBC Trust 4CC process for BBC Studios, August 2016, para 3.3.3. 

9
 BBC Submission to the BBC Trust 4CC process for BBC Studios, August 2016, para 3.3.3. 

10
 BBC Submission to the BBC Trust 4CC process for BBC Studios, August 2016, p.5 

11
 BBC Submission to the BBC Trust 4CC process for BBC Studios, August 2016, para 2.3.1 
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fair and open approach, enables BBC commissioners to have a wide choice and gain the best 
of both worlds.12  

 
Governance of BBC Studios:  

23. As the guardian of the interests of licence fee payers, it is clear from the proposals that the 
BBC Board will play a crucially important role in ensuring that the BBC Studios model delivers 
value and benefits for audiences.  Of course, detailed the governance arrangements of BBC 
Studios as a commercial subsidiary of the BBC will be a matter for the new BBC Board to 
decide.  

 
24. We support the current proposal, which is based on the existing arrangements for BBC 

Worldwide, under which a new BBC Studios Board would be responsible for:  
 

 Setting the strategy for BBC Studios and reviewing and updating this each year as appropriate;  

 Approving an annual business plan for BBC Studios, including financial targets;  

 Approving proposals and initiatives that are escalated by BBC Studios in the course of the year 
under an agreed delegated financial authorities framework;  

 Monitoring the performance of BBC Studios against its strategy and business plan on a 
quarterly basis throughout the year;  

 Ensuring the compliance of BBC Studios with the Fair Trading framework including that BBC 
Studios upholds the reputation of the BBC Group; and  

 Ensuring that reports and accounts for BBC Studios are published each year.13  
 

25. BBC Studios purpose: We welcome the stated ambition that both in the early years and the 
longer term, the BBC is expected to be BBC Studios’ most important potential customer; 
therefore, BBC Studios will continue to focus on the distinctive requirements of the BBC 
Group.14 

 

Views on the Commercial Criteria for BBC Commercial Services 

 
26. We understand that the BBC Trust is consulting on the following criteria: 

 

 Whether BBC Studios fits with the BBC’s public purpose activites 

 Whether BBC Studios will jeopardise the good reputation of the BBC or the value of its brand 

 Whether BBC Studios proposals comply with the BBC fair trading guidelines and distort the 
market 

 

We have set out our comments on these three criteria below.  

 

BBC Studios must fit with the BBC public purpose activities  

 
27. We agree with the BBC Trust that there must be clear strategic alignment between the public 

services and the proposed activities of BBC Studios. These activities, both individually and 
collectively, must support the fulfilment of the public purposes.15 

 

28. VLV, along with other stakeholders who responded to the BBC Trust consultations in March 
and November 2015, was concerned  that BBC Studios may over time choose to focus on 

                                                
12

 BBC Submission to the BBC Trust 4CC process for BBC Studios, August 2016,  para 2.3.2   
13

 BBC Submission to the BBC Trust 4CC process for BBC Studios, August 2016, p 67 
14

 BBC Submission to the BBC Trust 4CC process for BBC Studios, August 2016, p 31 
15

 BBC Trust Consultation, Assessment of BBC Studios, a proposed commercial service, BBC Trust, 16 September 2016. p.4 
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more commercial genres at the expense of specialist public service genres and could look to 
withdraw support from production centres in the Nations and regions and from training.  

 
29. VLV is largely reassured by the most recent BBC Studios proposals because they explicitly set 

out the mission of BBC Studios to support the BBC Group by producing bold, British, creative 
content for customers and audiences around the world and to reflect and uphold the BBC’s 
values and support the BBC Group’s public service mission.16 

 

30. As a subsidiary of the BBC, BBC Studios will be responsible to the BBC Board. Therefore its 
activities, strategy and priorities will be set and monitored by the Board. We note: The BBC 
will be the sole owner of BBC Studios, which will remain a part of the BBC Group…. the BBC will 
agree BBC Studios’ editorial scope, which will be reviewed at regular intervals.17 

31. We welcome that the BBC Studios proposal is explicit on a number of points:  
 

 It would not limit itself to just those genres with the most commercial appeal. The BBC would 
remain by far its most important potential customer.18  

 

 Public service values will continue to be at the heart of BBC Studios.19 
 

 BBC Studios’ objects and articles will clearly articulate its public mission and connection with 
the BBC Public Service; it will be for the BBC Group to determine the content of these.20   

 

 There will be a regular BBC Group review of BBC Studios’ editorial vision, strategy and scope, 
and the appropriate BBC Group Board will be expected to agree BBC Studios’ editorial scope.21 

 
Training:  

32. The BBC’s continued investment in training and skills development for the wider economy is 
crucial in the context of rapid technological change and innovation in the communications 
industry.  

 
33. VLV welcomes the recognition in the proposal document that training is essential to uphold 

and maintain the BBC’s reputation, editorial integrity and impartiality; the planning and 
provision of training and retraining across the AV industry is a key component of the BBC’s 
Public Purpose to “promote education and learning”22 and that BBC Studios will require its 
staff to take all mandatory BBC training courses and to provide a range of optional training 
and traineeships and that the BBC Academy will be expected to continue to manage 
traineeships.23  

 
Less Commercially Attractive Genres:  

34. VLV is still concerned that there will be a natural instinct for BBC Studios to focus on more 
commercially attractive genres because it is a commercial organisation. If it is driven primarily 
by commercial concerns, there is a risk that BBC Studios will be unable to sustain specialisms, 
leaving the BBC more dependent on external producers and potentially unable to supply the 
range of content licence fee payers expect.  

 

                                                
16

 BBC Submission to the BBC Trust 4CC process for BBC Studios, August 2016, p. 4  
17

 BBC Submission to the BBC Trust 4CC process for BBC Studios, August 2016, p 31 
18

 BBC Submission to the BBC Trust 4CC process for BBC Studios, August 2016, p. 4 
19

 BBC Submission to the BBC Trust 4CC process for BBC Studios, August 2016, p. 21 
20

 BBC Submission to the BBC Trust 4CC process for BBC Studios, August 2016, p.31 
21

 BBC Submission to the BBC Trust 4CC process for BBC Studios, August 2016, p. 39 
22

 BBC Submission to the BBC Trust 4CC process for BBC Studios, August 2016,  p. 45/6 
23

 BBC Submission to the BBC Trust 4CC process for BBC Studios, August 2016, p. 28  
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35. We note Ofcom’s concern that BBC Studios may face incentives to produce content with 
broader international appeal, in order to deliver increased secondary revenues. This may lead 
to reductions in the level of UK representation.24 

 

36. VLV holds that if BBC Studios is to support the BBC Group’s public service mission and fulfil 
purpose three of the draft BBC Charter, it will have to provide high-quality output in many 
different genres and across a range of services and platforms which sets the standard in the 
United Kingdom and internationally. Its services should be distinctive from those provided 
elsewhere and should take creative risks, even if not all succeed, in order to develop fresh 
approaches and innovative content. VLV hopes that the BBC board will ensure that BBC 
Studios’ strategy includes the provision of specialist, less commercial content, so that it is fully 
aligned with the BBC’s wider mission.  

 

Nations and Regions:  

37. While VLV welcomes the BBC Studios proposal’s aspiration to continue to reflect and align 
with the BBC Public Service’s out of London commitments, we are concerned that this 
commitment is qualified by commercial success:  

 

BBC Studios will have a continuing commitment in principle to all of its bases….The 
scale of that commitment will in future need to vary depending upon commercial 
performance.25 

 
38. We are concerned that this implies that the size of BBC Studios’ production teams in the 

Nations and Regions might be reduced over time if they are not competitive or providing 
ideas which win network commissions. This would lead to a deficit in the representation of 
the diverse communities of the UK and lead to greater concentration of production hubs in 
metropolitan areas. Such a development would run counter to the fourth public purpose in 
the draft BBC Charter, namely  

 
To reflect, represent and serve the diverse communities of all of the United 
Kingdom’s nations and regions and, in doing so, support the creative economy 
across the United Kingdom26  

 
39. We would urge the BBC Board to ensure that BBC Studios maintains production teams of a 

sufficient capacity across the UK to ensure that the fourth purpose of the Charter is fulfilled.  
 

BBC Studios must not jeopardise the good reputation of the BBC or the value of its 
brand  

 
40. The BBC Trust consultation document requires that the BBC should ensure that it preserves its 

brand and reputation, both in the UK and overseas. BBC Studios will be subject to BBC 
branding and editorial guidelines and we will examine whether the BBC has set appropriate 
parameters for BBC Studios in this area.27 

 
41. We note that all BBC Studios’ content will abide by BBC Group Editorial Standards: 

 

 Whether BBC Studios produces content for the BBC or for a third-party, all BBC Studios’ 
content will abide by the BBC’s Editorial Guidelines and relevant guidance. There will be no 

                                                
24

 BBC Content Production Options: Ofcom’s advice to the Secretary of State for Culture, Media and Sport, 23 December 2015, para 3.28 
25 BBC Submission to the BBC Trust 4CC process for BBC Studios, August 2016, p. 28 
26

 Draft BBC Charter, Article 6 (5) 
27

 BBC Trust Consultation, Assessment of BBC Studios, a proposed commercial service, BBC Trust, 16 September 2016, p. 4 
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difference in the production values of BBC Studios’ content no matter which broadcaster has 
acted as the commissioner.  

 BBC Studios will continue to abide by all pan-BBC standards and policies, and will continue to 
have access to relevant advisory units (including Editorial Policy, and Fair Trading).28  

 
42. And we note that: 

 
In line with the approach taken by BBC Worldwide, all BBC Studios content will abide by the 
BBC Editorial Guidelines and all relevant BBC Group guidance, policies and external regulations 
as applicable. BBC Studios staff will continue to take all mandatory BBC Group training, and to 

seek guidance from relevant BBC Group advisory units as necessary.
29

  

 
43. VLV believes that the BBC Studios proposals satisfy the need to ensure that the reputation of 

the BBC and the value of its brand will not be diminished.  
 
 

BBC Studios must comply with the BBC fair trading guidelines and in particular avoid 
distorting the market  
 

44. We note that the existing BBC Trust fair trading policy focuses on ensuring that BBC 
commercial services do not gain any unfair advantage in the market as a consequence of their 
links to the BBC public service.  

 
45. In advice to the Secretary of State for Culture, Media and Sport on the original BBC Studios 

proposals, we note Ofcom’s concern that separation will need to be implemented effectively 
to ensure that any advantages BBC Studios could have do not distort competition 30 and that 
there is also the risk that BBC Studios could make market entry more difficult for new 
disruptive players if it is disproportionately successful at winning non-BBC commissions.31 

 
46. Ofcom’s conclusion at that time was that a more detailed analysis of the likely impacts will be 

required when a full proposal is produced, including a full analysis of the expected sources of 
BBC Studios’ commissions and detailed impacts resulting from opening up the BBC schedule to 
more competition.32 VLV would welcome a more detailed analysis of the likely impacts of the 
BBC Studios proposals now that tendering has begun for long-running in-house series and the 
proposals for BBC Studios are more detailed.   

 
47. VLV notes the provisions which aim to ensure that fair trading guidelines are followed in the 

BBC Studios proposals, namely:  
 

In order to ensure that all producers will be treated on a fair basis by the BBC 
commissioners, the BBC would envisage the following mechanism:  

 The BBC Code of Practice29 – this relates only to qualifying independents. However, it 
is intended that the Code of Practice will be modified to include a reference to the 
Commissioning Framework;  

 

 A new Commissioning Framework… which will comprise a revised set of commissioning 
guidelines to ensure that the BBC can demonstrate fair treatment of all suppliers by the 

                                                
28

 BBC Submission to the BBC Trust 4CC process for BBC Studios, August 2016, p. 31 
29

 BBC Submission to the BBC Trust 4CC process for BBC Studios, August 2016,  p. 39 
30

 BBC Content Production Options: Ofcom’s advice to the Secretary of State for Culture, Media and Sport, 23 December 2015, para 1.18 
31

 BBC Content Production Options: Ofcom’s advice to the Secretary of State for Culture, Media and Sport, 23 December 2015, para 1.21 
32

 BBC Content Production Options: Ofcom’s advice to the Secretary of State for Culture, Media and Sport, 23 December 2015, para 3.2 
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BBC Commissioners. The Framework would apply to all suppliers, regardless of their 
qualifying status, and would incorporate and supersede the various guidance materials 
currently published by the commissioners.33  

 

48. Ofcom’s Role: VLV supports the proposal made by PACT that there should be regular reviews 
by the BBC’s external regulator, Ofcom, of the effectiveness of arrangements for ensuring 
compliance with State Aid and Fair Trading guidelines.34  

 
49. VLV is largely persuaded that the BBC Executive proposals for BBC Studios will institute both 

the financial and operational separation required to ensure that BBC Studios will not breach 
fair trading guidelines or distort the market.  

 
50. However, there will always be a risk that a commercial subsidiary of the BBC will have closer 

ties with the BBC commissioning executive than other independent producers and all efforts 
will need to be made to ensure that this risk is mitigated. It will fall to the responsibility of the 
BBC board and Ofcom to monitor and assess on an ongoing basis whether commissioning is 
fair and whether BBC Studios is distorting the market. VLV would suggest that any such 
assessments which are made should be transparent and publicly available.  

 
 
 
 

                                                
33

 BBC Submission to the BBC Trust 4CC process for BBC Studios, August 2016, p.72 
34

 BBC Submission to the BBC Trust 4CC process for BBC Studios, August 2016, p.69 


